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Abstract:
This paper investigates the managerial and ethical considerations of sustainability to better
understand the magnitude of responsibility of a single actor, companies within the fashion
industry, by answering two questions: can businesses within the fashion industry operate
sustainably? If so, are they obligated to? Data was gathered on the internal and external factors
of the industry through case studies of four companies to gather information on the ability of
companies within the fashion industry to operate sustainability in relation to the Paris Accord
2C target. It was determined that companies in the fashion industry have a moderate-to-high
capacity to reduce their controllable effect on climate change, and the most salient feature in
determining a brand’s sustainability commitment is managerial focus. Given these capacity
assessments, this paper rejects the free market analysis presented by Norman Bowie, and asserts
that businesses in the fashion industry should take an active role to mitigate climate change and
pursue sustainable goals over and above what is required by law. Bowie’s free market analysis
does not hold for companies in the fashion industry for two reasons: (1) overemphasized profitmaximization and (2) an underdeveloped regulatory environment.

Keywords: sustainability, fashion industry, obligation, climate change
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I.

Introduction

Purpose, Motivations, Methods, & Findings
The International Energy Agency (IEA) and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
estimate that global emissions abatement costs to reduce greenhouse gas emissions (GHGs)
enough to be consistent with the 2 C goal by 2030 will be between $612 billion to $1.3 trillion
(0.6 to 1.4% of global GDP)1. The large-scale change needed to address climate change requires
commitment and decisive action from several key actors including governments, corporations,
and individual citizens. Corporations play a significant role in the overall size and trajectory of
GHG emissions, with different industries accounting for large portions of the global total. Heavy
focus has been directed at the fossil fuel and industrials sector, as they account for around 71%
of the global emissions total,2 with increased investments in renewable energy, expanded
regulation, and public corporate emission reduction plans.
Less focus has been directed at other high-polluting industries, such as fashion and
product manufacturing. Fashion presents a particularly interesting case, due to the industry’s
large annual contribution to GHGs. Despite emitting more than 2.1 billion tons annually, about
4% of the global total3, both corporate-level strategies and regulation on sustainability remain
divergent and limited. Questions arise about whether these differences in strategies stem from
limited ability or limited desire, especially as “sustainability” and “triple bottom line” become
increasingly popular buzzwords for corporations. This research aims to better understand the
magnitude of responsibility of a single actor, companies within the fashion industry, by

Gillingham, Kenneth. “The True Cost of Reducing Greenhouse Gas Emissions – IMF: DECEMBER 2019.” The True Cost of Reducing
Greenhouse Gas Emissions – IMF F&D | DECEMBER 2019. Accessed December 14, 2020.
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2019/12/the-true-cost-of-reducing-greenhouse-gas-emissions-gillingham.htm.
2
U.S. Energy Information Administration - EIA - Independent Statistics and Analysis. Where greenhouse gases come from - U.S. Energy
Information Administration (EIA). Accessed December 14, 2021. https://www.eia.gov/energyexplained/energy-and-the-environment/wheregreenhouse-gases-come-from.php.
3
Berg, Achim, Anna Granskog, Libbi Lee, and Karl-Hendrik Magnus. “Fashion on Climate.” McKinsey &amp; Company. McKinsey &amp;
Company, December 14, 2020. https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/retail/our-insights/fashion-on-climate.
1
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answering the following two questions: (1) can businesses within the fashion industry operate
sustainably? (2) If so, are they obligated to?
A significant amount of research has been done in attempt to answer the question of
capacity including studies on sustainable supply chains and customer willingness to pay for
sustainable goods. However, research on the ethical question of obligation remains
underdeveloped with limited effort to apply environmental ethics and philosophical thought in
the evaluation of managerial decisions. This paper focuses on answering on two core questions, a
managerial one of capacity and an ethical one of obligation, each building upon the other in an
attempt to combine the two disciplines to develop a more complete analysis. Data was gathered
on internal and external factors that affect the fashion industry through case studies of four
companies: Ted Baker PLC, Reformation, Hanesbrands, and Patagonia, to gather information on
the ability of companies within the fashion industry to operate sustainability in relation to the
Paris Accord 2C target. From the case studies it was determined that companies across the
fashion industry have a moderate-to-high capacity to reduce their controllable effect on climate
change, and the most salient feature in determining a brand’s sustainability commitment is
managerial focus, specifically managers’ interest or disinterest in sustainable operations. Given
the capacity assessments and assumptions drawn from the case analysis, this paper rejects the
free market analysis presented by Norman Bowie, and asserts that businesses in the fashion
industry should take an active role to mitigate climate change and pursue sustainable goals over
and above what is required by law. Bowie’s free market analysis does not hold for companies in
the fashion industry for two reasons: (1) the overemphasis of profit-maximization and (2) an
underdeveloped regulatory environment.
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Definitions and Fashion Industry Background
The following section discusses definitions of climate change and sustainability, and how
it will be measured in this paper. In addition, it provides background on the fashion industry that
will be critical to understanding the forthcoming analysis.

Definitions and Measurement of Sustainability
Climate change is a well-documented phenomenon, defined as a long-term change in
average weather patterns across Earth’s local, regional, and global climates. Since the early 20th
century, unprecedented increases in global temperature and drastic changes in the Earth’s climate
have been heavily attributed to human activities. These drastic changes have significant negative
impacts on global health, weather patterns, food and water security, and economic development. 4
Sustainability is a concept used to encompass efforts to operate in a way that curtails these
negative impacts and does not compromise future generations.5 The traditional examination of
sustainability encompasses three elements: (1) environmental, (2) social, and (3) economic. This
paper will examine the fashion industry’s controllable effect on the environment through an
assessment of their sustainable practices in relation to the Paris Agreement’s target to limit
global warming to 2º C and their 20/20/20 targets by 2030.6 The Paris Agreement represents a
global standard and encompasses each element of sustainability, measurement in relation to this
standard avoids potential bias and assesses companies in relation to a scientifically-based
standard. A 2020 McKinsey study7 on the fashion industry identified three factors for reducing

“Climate Change: Vital Signs of the Planet.” NASA. NASA. Accessed January 14, 2021. https://climate.nasa.gov/.
Accenture. “Climate Change and Health: Framing the Issue.” yumpu.com. Accessed January 4, 2021.
https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/view/408105/climate-change-and-health-framing-the-issue.
6
“The Paris Agreement.” unfccc.int. Accessed January 4, 2021. https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-paris-agreement/the-paris-agreement.
7
Berg, Achim, and Karl-Hendrik Magnus. Rep. Fashion on Climate: How the Fashion Industry Can Urgently Act to Reduce Its Green House Gas
Emissions. Frankfurt, Germany: McKinsey and Company, 2020.
4
5
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emissions in relation to the Paris Accords target. The three sources were (1) Upstream
Operations, (2) Brands’ Internal Operations, and (3) Encouraging Sustainable Consumer
Behaviors. Optimizing upstream operations would contribute to 61% (1.005 x 106 tons of CO2),
improving own brand operations would contribute to 21% (.35 x 106 tons of CO2) and
encouraging sustainable consumer behaviors 18% (.30 x 106 tons of CO2) of the necessary
reduction to meet the 2030 goal.

Fashion Industry Background
Despite a $210 million market decline due to economic downturn as a result of COVID19, the ethical fashion industry is still expected to reach $8.25 billion by 2032 with a continued
annual growth rate (CAGR) of 10.3%.8 Sector growth and the publicized nature of the issue have
led to increased announcements and investments into sustainable fashion ventures amongst
companies across the industry. Furthermore, studies9 have shown that markets have responded
positively to ESG initiatives, with increased stock prices despite lower expected returns on more
sustainably focused investments. However, increased quantity and investment into sustainable
ventures has not led to significant decline in the industry’s GHG emissions total. The McKinsey
report determined that current abatement actions only account for incremental growth, and the
sector will miss the 2ºC target by 50%. Ineffective reduction of GHG emissions calls into
question the credibility of these sustainable ventures. Furthermore, only 33 companies in the
textiles, apparel, and luxury goods industry have committed to the Science Based Targets

“Global Ethical Fashion Market Report 2020: Opportunities, Strategies, COVID-19 Impacts, Growth and Change, 2019-2030
ResearchAndMarkets.com.” Business Wire, January 11, 2021. https://www.businesswire.com/Global-Ethical-Fashion-Market
9
Gilley, K. Matthew & Worrell, Dan & Davidson, Wallace. (2000). Corporate Environmental Initiatives and Anticipated Firm Performance: The
Differential Effects of Process-Driven Versus Product-Driven Greening Initiatives. Journal of Management - J MANAGE. 26. 1199-1216.
10.1016/S0149-2063(00)00079-9. https://hbr.org/2020/09/social-impact-efforts-that-create-real-value
8
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initiative10, which is a partnership between Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP), UN Global
Compact, World Resource Imitative (WRI) and World Wildlife Fund (WWF) that provides
companies with clear and defined pathways to the Paris Accords targets through specification
how much, how quickly, and methods they need to reduce their GHG emissions. Only 11 of the
33 companies have set and committed to targets defined as “business ambitious” of 1.5C,
instead of general reductions displaying the disparities across corporate strategies ranging from
no commitment to business ambitious.
This lack of commitment could be a result of key implementation challenges faced by
companies in the fashion industry including cost, size, managerial focus, and regulatory
environments. Each of these implementation challenges range in terms of difficulty and control.
(1) Examining costs, significant investments would be required to implement sustainable
practices. However, analysis conducted at McKinsey11 concluded that certain strategies would
cost >$50 per ton of GHGs reduced, and potentially lead to future cost savings. (2) Company
size can negatively impact the implementation of sustainable practices. More radical sustainable
practices are observed amongst smaller companies.12 However, larger companies are
overrepresented in sustainable pacts and boards. (3) Managerial focus can be examined through
attitudinal variance13 amongst decision makers in the sector from designers to managers which
effect the implementation of sustainable practices. Performance metrics also tend to exclude or
ignore sustainability metrics. (4) There is limited regulation within the fashion industry which
leads to issues in selection and inability of sustainable companies to benefit from positive

“Companies Taking Action.” Science Based Targets. Accessed December 14, 2020. https://sciencebasedtargets.org/companies-taking-action.
Berg, Achim, and Karl-Hendrik Magnus. Rep. Fashion on Climate: How the Fashion Industry Can Urgently Act to Reduce Its Green House
Gas Emissions. Frankfurt, Germany: McKinsey and Company, 2020.
12
Caniato, Federico, Maria Caridi, Luca Crippa, and Antonella Moretto. “Environmental Sustainability in Fashion Supply Chains: An
Exploratory Case Based Research.” International Journal of Production Economics 135, no. 2 (2012): 659–70.
13
Hur, Eunsuk, and Tom Cassidy. “Perceptions and Attitudes towards Sustainable Fashion Design: Challenges and Opportunities for
Implementing Sustainability in Fashion.” International Journal of Fashion Design, Technology and Education 12, no. 2 (2019): 208–17.
10
11

8

willingness to pay14, due to lack of consumer knowledge. Unlike in other industries like food and
beverage, sustainable packaging and credibility regulation has proven to be difficult to structure
and enforce. This means that brands can label almost any products as eco-friendly or sustainable,
which reduces the benefit for sustainable brands. Case studies performed through this research
will help better understand the true nature of these disparities and whether they are a result of
external factors and limited control or lack of desire and low motivation.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Diminishing lifecycles, fast-paced consumption habits, and a lax regulatory environment
raises the question of whether sustainability within this industry is even possible, and if the
burden to address the challenge falls on corporations, consumers, or regulators. As stated in the
introduction, a significant amount of research has been done in attempt to answer the question of
capacity including investigations into sustainable supply chain management, price premiums,
and purchase probability of sustainable goods. However, research on the ethical question of
obligation remains underdeveloped with limited effort to apply environmental ethics and
philosophical thought in the evaluation of managerial decisions or strategies. This section of the
paper will review the current managerial literature around business capacity to operate
sustainably and the philosophical arguments surrounding obligation of businesses in order to get
a better understanding of provide background and highlight where the research needs to expand.

Hustvedt, Gwendolyn, and John C. Bernard. “Consumer Willingness to Pay for Sustainable Apparel: the Influence of Labelling for Fibre
Origin and Production Methods.” International Journal of Consumer Studies 32, no. 5 (2008): 491–98.
14
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I.

Capacity for Sustainability: The Fashion Industry and Beyond
The research surrounding managerial capacity for sustainability within the fashion
industry and more broadly covers a variety of different topics from revenue growth and cost
saving strategies to consumer behavior and attitudinal studies. The most efficient classification
of the research for the purposes of this literature reviews is as follows: (1) operation and strategy
and (2) consumer. Research within the first bucket focuses on the effects of sustainable practices
and the extent of their implementation on businesses.
There is conflicting evidence on the cost-saving ability of sustainable practices. Some
argue there is a business case that hinges on cost-savings achieved from implementation of
specific sustainable practices. For example, in the energy space as the price of inputs continues
to threaten profitability- companies are beginning to focus on energy saving processes to
decrease the need for costly inputs.15 Similar research done in the fashion industry has identified
sustainable supply chain management as a method of achieving cost savings. One study16 in
particular examined the varying degree of implementation of sustainable practices across
different sized companies within the fashion industry. Comparing supply chain activities of large
and small companies, Caniato et al. found that larger companies leveraged sustainability as a
concept of quality and tended to focus on incremental product-level changes. Smaller companies
leveraged sustainability as a differentiator amongst competition, pressure to gain cost savings
lead to the adoption of more radical sustainable practices. Scalability was a significant barrier for
larger companies in implementation of more radical sustainable practices. The case study was
performed by examining across several companies including Patagonia and North Face in the

Russo, Michael V., and L. Hunter Lovins. “The Business Case for Climate Protection.” Essay. In Environmental Management: Readings and
Cases, 20–25. Los Angeles, CA: SAGE, 2009.
16
Caniato, Federico, Maria Caridi, Luca Crippa, and Antonella Moretto. “Environmental Sustainability in Fashion Supply Chains: An
Exploratory Case Based Research.” International Journal of Production Economics 135, no. 2 (2012): 659–70.
15
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larger company segment and Terra Plana in the smaller company segment. Studies focused on
the operation and strategy across the board illustrated the differences in attitudes and
implementation tactics across firms within the industry. Two studies (Hur and Cassidy 2019 and
Baumgartner and Ebner 2010) classified those differences based on attitudinal variance amongst
decision makers within corporations from designers to managers. In their 2010 study17,
Baumgartner and Ebner identify a gap in sustainability intention and implementation among
corporate strategies. The authors classify and analyze four different sustainability strategiesintroverted, extroverted, conservative, and visionary against the economic, ecological, and social
sustainability dimensions. From this analysis, the authors assign maturity levels to different
business strategies in relation to regulatory standards and industry averages.
The second bucket of research focuses heavily on revenue-based metrics to assess the
capacity of businesses to operate sustainably. The two main metrics evaluated were consumer
willingness to pay (WTP) for sustainable products and purchasing behavior. Surveys and
customer interviews were the primary research tools across studies to assess customer attitudes
towards sustainable goods. Three studies (Sellers-Rubio et al., Lanfranchi et. al, and Hustvedt et.
al) found that consumers were willing to pay a premium for sustainable products. The analysis
done by Seller-Rubio and Lanfranchi focused on wine and study design heavily focused on
regulatory label distinctions to communicate sustainability. This type of study is less applicable
when looking at the fashion industry, as it is less regulated than food and drink. Only one of
these studies18 focused on the fashion industry specifically. In an experiment done by Hustvedt
et. al, researchers found that consumers had the highest WTP for sustainable attributes pertaining

Baumgartner, Rupert J., and Daniela Ebner. “Corporate Sustainability Strategies: Sustainability Profiles and Maturity Levels.” Sustainable
Development 18, no. 2 (2010): 76–89.
18
Hustvedt, Gwendolyn, and John C. Bernard. “Consumer Willingness to Pay for Sustainable Apparel: the Influence of Labelling for Fibre
Origin and Production Methods.” International Journal of Consumer Studies 32, no. 5 (2008): 491–98.
17
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to production and increased willingness to pay for locally sourced fibers. The researchers also
observed some negative WTP on more experimental attributes, such as non-natural synthetic
fibers. The article also addresses the purchase gap, where despite expression of WTP when faced
with a purchase decision consumer did not choose the sustainable option. Several researchers
have attempt to understand drivers of this purchase gap by segmenting consumers based on
demographical and attitudinal characteristics. A 2015 study done by Lisa McNeil and Rebecca
Moore19. classified consumers into three segments based on attitudes towards sustainability: self,
social, and sacrifice. Another set of studies has determined brand trust rather than consumer
attitudes to be the primary predictor of purchase probability. In a 2020 experiment conducted on
young consumers (18 to 35-year-olds)20, Neumann et al. determined that trust was a direct
predictor of purchase intention, while consumer attitudes and perceived consumer effectiveness
did not predict purchase intention. An expanded study21 found that higher consumer knowledge
of pro-environmental impact of fashion brands decreased skepticism toward climate change
initiatives, increase sense of shared value with brand, but notably does not increase perception of
perceived benefit. Meaning that despite increased knowledge of pro-environmental initiatives,
consumers failed to translate thar knowledge into personal benefit and purchasing intention
remained unchanged.

Mcneill, Lisa, and Rebecca Moore. “Sustainable Fashion Consumption and the Fast Fashion Conundrum: Fashionable Consumers and
Attitudes to Sustainability in Clothing Choice.” International Journal of Consumer Studies 39, no. 3 (2015): 212–22.
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijcs.12169.
20
Neumann, Hannah L., Luisa M. Martinez, and Luis F. Martinez. “Sustainability Efforts in the Fast Fashion Industry: Consumer Perception,
Trust and Purchase Intention.” Sustainability Accounting, Management and Policy Journal ahead-of-print, no. ahead-of-print (2020).
https://doi.org/10.1108/sampj-11-2019-0405.
21
Copeland, Lauren, and Gargi Bhaduri. “Consumer Relationship with pro-Environmental Apparel Brands: Effect of Knowledge, Skepticism and
Brand Familiarity.” Journal of Product &amp; Brand Management 29, no. 1 (2019): 1–14. https://doi.org/10.1108/jpbm-03-2018-1794.
19
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II.

Philosophical Thought on Sustainability and Ethical Obligation to the Environment
Ethical thought spans a wide variety of topics from obligation of corporations to the
environment to whether or not marketing encroaches upon consumer autonomy. The most
relevant to the scope of this literature review are the ethical arguments surrounding the notion of
obligation. Two notable authors Norman Bowie and Denis Arnold present both sides of the
argument. In the essay “Morality, Money, and Motor Cars”22, Bowie utilizes the free market and
consumer choice to argue that most of the harm done to the environment by corporations is
accepted by society- as environmentally friendly products are less competitive on the market.
Furthermore, businesses do not have any special obligation to protect over and above what is
required by law. The one concession Bowie makes is in regard to corporate constraint saying that
businesses do have a moral obligation to avoid engaging with regulators to dismantle or weaken
environmental regulation. Arnold’s essay “Business, Ethics, and Global Climate Change”23
argues that businesses do have a special obligation to the environment. The argument is
presented through a critique of Bowie’s free market analysis based on two main points (1) the
lack of consumer knowledge and capability to directly influence large corporations and (2) an
increased burden of obligation for businesses as a result of past action. An analysis of the energy
sector and their CO2 emissions as a percentage of global emissions is used to develop that point.
The article also takes into account the negative socio-political implications of reliving businesses
of obligation- which was notably absent in Bowie’s argument. The framework for determining
obligation through market competition can be applied to the existing research surrounding
willingness to pay and the purchase gap in the fashion industry.

Bowie, Norman E. “Morality, Money, and Motor Cars Revisited.” Issues in Business Ethics Business Ethics in the 21st Century, 2013, 131–46.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-6223-7_8.
23
Arnold, Denis G., and Keith Bustos. “Business, Ethics, and Global Climate Change.” Business and Professional Ethics Journal 24, no. 1
(2005): 103–30. https://doi.org/10.5840/bpej2005241/26.
22

13

Two additional papers: Environmental Damage and the Puzzle of the Self-Torturer24 by
Chrisoula Andreou and A Perfect Moral Storm: Climate Change, Intergenerational Ethics, and
the Problem of Moral Corruption by Stephen M. Gardiner25 discuss challenges in addressing
environmental issues such as, common pool resources, cost distribution, intransitive preferences,
institutional inadequacy, collective action, and selective attention issues. Andreou examines the
puzzling persistence of ethical issues concerning climate change among sympathetic and wellinformed individuals. The paper begins by examining climate change through established
frameworks of common pool resources, prisoner’s dilemma, and cost distribution, and concludes
that these frameworks neglect major considerations and moves to examination with the selftorturer puzzle. Through this analysis, Andreou identifies the root of the problem as intransitive
preferences. The article also notes that given the circumstances regulation may need to be set at a
somewhat arbitrary and suboptimal point that is within the range of what society deems
acceptable. Gardiner’s paper presents three main ethical challenges to the successful mitigation
of global climate change. The problems identified are (1) the anarchial state of global
governance, (2) the intergenerational context surrounding the problem, and (3) underdeveloped
theory around climate change that obscures the problem. Gardiner frames these issues through
the tragedy of the commons, explaining that the dispersed effects and incentives of development
and growth as a result of environmental damage make cooperation under global anarchy
particularly difficult. Beyond that, Gardiner argues that the tragedy of the common’s solution of
privatization is inadequate in looking at climate change because it overlooks the
intergenerational component. The paper analyzed and clarified ethical issues that exacerbate the

Andreou, Chrisoula. “Environmental Damage and the Puzzle of the Self-Torturer.” Philosophy Public Affairs 34, no. 1 (2006): 95–108.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1088-4963.2006.00054.x.
25
Gardiner, Stephen M. “A Perfect Moral Storm: Climate Change, Intergenerational Ethics and the Problem of Moral Corruption.”
Environmental Values 15, no. 3 (2006): 397–413. https://doi.org/10.3197/096327106778226293.
24
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climate change issue. In a 2015 paper26 Kirsi Niinimäki attempt to bridge the gap between the
current managerial research on sustainability and established ethical thought by putting ethical
questions in conversation with managerial research across a number of different categories
including production, extended producer responsibility, animal rights, transparency,
greenwashing, consumption patterns, and design. Niinimäki emphasizes the importance of
ethical design and innovative business models as underpinnings to sustainability within the
industry, implying that designs unconfigured to sustainable objectives implicate designers for
fashion’s negative environmental impacts and unsustainable consumption behavior.
The literature supports affording considerable attention to understanding the relationship
between ethical thought and sustainability initiatives within the fashion industry, as firms’ profit
maximization objectives are seemingly in direct conflict with established ethical thought on
sustainability. Current research on managerial effects on sustainability has found that despite
potential cost savings through energy-efficient operations and higher WTP sentiments for
sustainable goods by consumers, a purchase gap still remains between purchase intentions and
decision. Furthermore, despite attempted consumer group segmentation to reconcile this gap—
the actual purchase decision remains unaffected by increased consumer knowledge of brand
sustainability. These managerial findings are in direct conversation with ethical thought on
obligation, specifically the free-market analysis presented by Bowie and subsequent critique by
Arnold. There is inconsistency in research on products in the fashion industry with regard to
Bowie’s assertion that environmentally friendly products are less competitive. Yet, Arnold’s
critique of the free-market analysis is seemingly in conflict with research on consumer

Niinimäki, Kirsi. “Ethical Foundations in Sustainable Fashion.” Textiles and Clothing Sustainability 1, no. 1 (2015).
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40689-015-0002-1.
26
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knowledge and WTP. This paper attempts to better understand and reconcile discrepancies
across the two disciplines through the use of case studies and ethical discussion.

METHODOLOGY: CASE STUDY PURPOSE, SELECTION, AND FINDINGS
I. Research Design & Purpose
To develop a strong ethical argument, this paper must draw conclusions from a set of
assumptions. Ethics by nature is a normative field of study that evaluates the criteria or nature of
right and wrong. Each problem has unique considerations, but ethical analysis remains important
in understanding individual actions and their effects on external factors. Empirical and applied
ethics are two branches of ethics that focus on applying normative ethical arguments to practical
problems across a variety of fields from medicine to business. The aim of this approach is to
strengthen the assumptions used as the basis for ethical argument through insights from social
and natural science.
In this paper, data on internal and external factors that affect the fashion industry are used
to develop assumptions about the capacity of firms to operate sustainably. The data and analysis
on capacity will help better understand the fashion industry’s controllable effect on climate
change, which will be measured through greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. Understanding of
the factors influencing decisions on sustainability, as well as an idea of perceived capacity to
improve these decisions will be the underpinnings of the ethical analysis of obligation.
This paper draws heavily on a 2020 McKinsey report27 for its analysis and measurement
of the fashion industry’s controllable effect on climate change. The analysis of the capacity of

27

Berg, Achim, and Karl-Hendrik Magnus. Rep. Fashion on Climate: How the Fashion Industry Can Urgently Act to Reduce Its Green House Gas
Emissions. Frankfurt, Germany: McKinsey and Company, 2020.
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firms to operate sustainably requires the paper to examine the internal and external factors
effecting companies within the industry. Examined internal factors were internal operations and
performance metrics. Examined external factors included competitive environment and
consumer habits. The 2020 McKinsey study calculated 2018 emissions baseline of 2.1 metric
tons by examining the fashion industry’s value chain through bottom-up analysis of proprietary
data. Their analysis looked across three metrics: upstream production, brand operation, and
usage/ end of use. This data was then used to extrapolate 2030 emissions in relation to the Global
Paris Accord goal of maintain global warming to 2 C, which correlates to reducing net global
emissions by 45%. Based on the results, the study identified three factors for reducing emissions
as a percentage of total desired reduction. The three sources were (1) Upstream Operations, (2)
Brands’ Internal Operations, and (3) Encouraging Sustainable Consumer Behaviors. Optimizing
upstream operations would contribute to a 61% (1.005 x 106 tons of CO2) of the necessary
reduction to meet 2030 goal. Upstream operations include activities such as decarbonized
material production, processing, and manufacturing, as well as waste reduction. Brands’ internal
operations include activities such as reduced overproduction, sustainable transportation, package
improvements, and decarbonized retail operations. Finally, encouraging sustainable consumer
behavior denotes activities such as circular business models, reduced washing and drying, and
increased recycling and collection.
This paper analyzes product materials and packaging, performance metrics (sales,
production), consumer WTP for sustainable products, marketing message, and competitive
environment across companies within the fashion companies to understand how feasible these
strategies are to implement. There are significant upfront costs to implementation, as mentioned
in the McKinsey study, and decisions related to these costs are impacted by WTP and
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competition. To examine these factors, the thesis conducts a case study across companies within
the industry looking at companies rooted in sustainability and those that are unsustainable.
Potential issues are researcher bias and its applicability to companies beyond the scope of the
case study. The paper addresses these issues by attempting to choose companies that are
representative of a wide range of firms in the industry to ensure applicability, and random
selection is utilized to avoid researcher bias. The paper relies heavily on assumptions about
energy efficiency and emissions savings used in the McKinsey report, and utilized the report’s
accelerated abatement scale derived from the Paris Accords goals to develop a pre-determined
and seemingly objective criteria for case analysis.
II. Managerial Case Studies: Selection & Findings
In order to answer the question of capacity, this paper utilized case studies of four
companies: Ted Baker PLC, Reformation, Hanesbrands, and Patagonia, to gather information on
the ability of companies within the fashion industry to operate sustainability in relation to the
Paris Accord 2C target. The selection criteria for cases was two pronged and examined
sustainable practices across (1) different sized companies and (2) divergent corporate strategies.
Company size was determined by the number of employees with less than 1000 (<1000
employees) classified as small, and more than 1000 (>1000 employees) classified as large.
The second prong of the selection criteria: divergent corporate strategies was determined
based on a scale set by Rupert J. Baumgartner and Daniela Ebner28, which has four
classifications: introverted (risk mitigation focus), extroverted (legitimation focus), conservative
(efficiency focus), and visionary (holistic focus).

Baumgartner, Rupert J., and Daniela Ebner. “Corporate Sustainability Strategies: Sustainability Profiles and Maturity Levels.” Sustainable
Development 18, no. 2 (2010): 76–89. https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.447.
28
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A. The Baumgartner and Ebner scale
This analysis utilizes a framework developed by Baumgartner and Ebner in a 2010
paper29 to select and distinguish companies for the case studies. Baumgartner and Ebner employ
an interdepence model (Figure 1) to define corporate sutanability that works across three primary
dimensions: economic, ecological, and social sustainability. Economic corportate sustainability
focuses on financial results and economic impact of sustanability measures, such as research and
development investments, supply chain optimization, and sustainabiltiy focused partnerships
(Figure 2)30. The ecological corportate sustainability dimnsion centers on enviromental impact of
the firm and its activites, including emissions, biodiversity, and product lifecycle (Figure 3).
Finally, social corportate sustainability focuses on stakeholder relationship and credible
commitment with regard to sustainable intiatives, for example transparency, sustainability
focused incentives, and health and safety measures (Figure 4). The Baumgartner and Ebner
framework was developed to distinguish corporate sustainability standards across two distinct
groups: (1) less action-oreinted, which focuses on identifying and determining issues across the
three corporate sustainabilitiy dimensions and (2) action-oriented which focuses on developing
sustainable strategies that reconfigure internal and external factors to align with sustainabiliity
commitments. This is accomplished by developing four profiles of corporate sustainability
stratgies (listed from low to high level of commitment): introverted (risk mitigation focus),
extroverted (legitimation focus), conservative (efficiency focus), and visionary (holistic focus).
Maturity level is also discussed within the framework but is not relevant for the purpose of our
analysis.

Baumgartner, Rupert J., and Daniela Ebner. “Corporate Sustainability Strategies: Sustainability Profiles and Maturity Levels.” Sustainable
Development 18, no. 2 (2010): 76–89. https://doi.org/10.1002/sd.447.
30
Figures will contain more detail on aspects of each dimension of corporate sustainability
29
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This paper selects companies using a simplified version of the Baumgartner Ebner
framework utilizing only the introverted (risk mitigation focus) and visionary (holistic focus)
profiles, in an attempt to better organize the case studies for the subsequent ethical analysis. An
introverted corporate sustainability strategy is defined as focus on:
conformity and compliance with sustainability-related rules and guidelines; it does not go deeper into
the sustainability issue. No specific sustainability aspect can be determined to be proportionately
important for this strategy, whereas the profile of the sustainability strategy is mostly based on the
poor maturity level of sustainability aspects.

A company employing an introverted strategy uses laws and industry regulation to determine it
engagement and commitment to corporate sustainability. Companies in this bucket will not
invest or implement sustainable initiatives over and above what is required by law. In contrast, a
visionary corporate sustainability strategy is defined as:
show(ing) a highly developed sustainability commitment in order to become a market leader in
sustainability issues. The two strategies (conventional and systemic) are similar; they differ from each
other in the question of motivation and orientation. The conventional visionary strategy is very much
oriented towards its impact on the market, whereas the systemic visionary strategy combines outsidein and inside-out perspectives in order to achieve a unique competitive position, but based on an
internalization and continuous improvement of sustainability issues inside the company.

A company utilizing a visionary strategy develops a business model based in the three
dimensions of corporate sustainability and high performance across all aspects. Companies in
this bucket deliver value by displaying their sustainability commitment to stakeholders and the
market, which results in a high investment into innovative and pioneering sustainability
initiatives. For the purpose of this paper’s analysis, companies that fell into extroverted
(legitimization focus) or conservative (efficiency focus) were classified as visionary as they
employ sustainability initiatives with goals over and above what is required by law.

B. Selected Cases and Analysis
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An initial list of 83 public and private companies31 was compiled using the utilizing the
Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP) and Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB)
databases to identify a selection of companies within each category and randomly selecting two
(2) from each category using a random number generator. Initially the paper aimed to only
analyze publicly traded companies, however reliance on stock-based funding and responsibility
to shareholders makes radical sustainability models limited amongst publicly traded companies.
The lack of available data required the paper to include private companies in its case study
selection and analysis. The ability to operate sustainably given the current corporate funding
landscape will be expanded in the subsequent ethical discussion. Given the previously stated
criteria, the four companies selected for case studies were: Ted Baker PLC, Reformation, Hanes
Brand, and Patagonia.

The business ambitious distinction utilized by the CDP’s Science Based Targets initiative
was utilized to classify a company’s corporate strategy. The 2C reduction standard is what most
countries that are enforcing corporate regulations are applying as a basis for legislation
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The initial list of 83 companies is provided in the appendix.
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surrounding sustainability, therefore 1.5C commitment conveys a commitment above what is
required by law.
C. Company Profiles and Analysis
This section will provide company profiles for each of the four companies selected and
the findings from analysis of whether it is feasible for firms within the fashion industry to
operate sustainably based on the criteria set in Paris Accords. Insights from this analysis will be
used to form assumptions about capacity and inform the subsequent ethical discussion. The
capacity to operate sustainably was assessed through analysis of feasibility and implementation
of strategies identified in by the McKinsey report, including optimizing upstream operations,
brands’ internal operations, and encouraging sustainable consumer behaviors. Feasibility of
implementation was assessed through analysis of firm cost structure through financial reports or
funding rounds, corporate strategy through announcements and sustainability reports, and
product materials and marketing through publicly available information. A capacity score was
assigned across all three metrics on a scale from high, moderate, to low.

Introverted Strategy and Small Company: Ted Baker PLC
Ted Baker PLC is a publicly traded clothing company that is based in Glasgow, United
Kingdom. The company produces a variety of consumer goods including womenswear,
menswear, and home goods32. Their corporate sustainability strategy identifies three core
dimensions: planet (dealing with operations, waste and packaging), people (employees and
supply chain), and product (materials and manufacturing). Despite partnership with the CDP’s
Science Based initiative, Ted Baker did not commit to a specific goal and their sustainability
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plan only discloses intention to “improve our processes” or “develop ambitious targets”, which
leads to their introverted classification.
Ted Baker currently does not employ any of the strategies recommended by the
McKinsey framework to optimize upstream operations, brand internal operation, or sustainable
consumer behaviors. The company identifies several banned materials such as, Turkmen cotton,
angora, fur, and feathers, and has reduced package waste through elimination of laminated
cardboard with fully recyclable plastic free packaging. However, the company does not actively
incorporate eco-friendly materials in its products, nor have they adopted sustainable
manufacturing processes only disclosing that they “keep a close eye on how our products are
processed”.
Analysis of Ted Baker 2019-2020 annual report33 shows net profit margin of 9.84% and
during 2019. The year 2019 was used to avoid deviations in data based on COVID-19. Based on
the analysis, Ted Baker was given a moderate capacity score. Given the company’s current
financial situation optimizing upstream operations to the level defined in the McKinsey
framework is less attainable. However, Ted Baker could invest in more sustainable internal
operations and sustainable consumer behaviors with higher commitment.

Introverted Strategy and Large Company: Hanes Brand
Hanesbrands Inc is a publicly traded clothing company that is based in North Carolina,
founded in 2006. Hanesbrands encompasses several brands including Hanes, Champion,
Maidenform, and Chaps that manufacture clothing across causal wear, innerwear, and
athleticwear. Up until October 2020, Hanesbrands had no official corporate sustainability
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strategy. On October 8, 2020, they launched hbisustains.com, their official corporate
sustainability website. Their strategy is developed across people, planet, and product with
specified 2030 goals within each segment. For example, Hanesbrands aims to “Achieve 100%
renewable electricity in our owned operations by 2030, where reasonably possible, through direct
investment and Renewable Energy Credits.”34 Hanesbrands has developed a plan to reduce
environmental impact in partnership with the CDP’s Science Based initiative but has only a 2ºC
or below target, which leads to their introverted classification.
Hanesbrands has communicated through their public sustainability plan intent to optimize
upstream operations by reducing water waste, achieving zero waste across operations by 2025,
and only manufacturing and sourcing products from Higg Facility Environment Module (FEM)
suppliers. However, the company does not include minimum a FEM score requirement. In terms
of internal operations and sustainable consumer behavior, Hanesbrands announced plans to
eliminate single use packaging, design fully circular products across all brands, and other
initiatives. Despite these verbal commitments, Hanesbrands has not published actions or plans
for implementation. However, they have designated a Chief Sustainability Officer and CSR
Executive Steering Committee
Analysis of Hanesbrands 2019 annual report35 shows profit margin across innerwear,
activewear, and international sales of 17.6%. Hanesbrands was given a high capacity score.
Given the company’s current financial situation it has the ability to optimizing upstream
operations to the level defined in the McKinsey framework, while continuing to invest in brand
internal operations and sustainable consumer behaviors initiatives.

34
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24

Visionary Strategy and Small Company: Reformation
LYMI, Inc. doing business as (DBA) The Reformation is a private clothing company that
is based in California, United States founded in 2013. Reformation began as a vintage clothing
retailer and has expanded to become a primarily e-commerce-based brand with 22 brick-andmortar stores36. Reformation manufactures womenswear across causal wear, formal wear, and
footwear. The brand has a robust corporate sustainability strategy that is aligned to its core
business model. Reformation’s corporate sustainability strategy is outlined in their 2019-2025
Sustainability framework37 that spans across people, planet, product, and progress. Designed in
alignment with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, each dimension of the
strategy outlines ongoing and completed actions, as well as identifies next steps, community
impact, and ultimate goals. For example, under the planet dimension the company has become
Climate Neutral certified, aims to calculate & leverage an internal carbon price to inform
business decisions, and has a goal of 60%+ of product assortment safe for low-impact care by
2022. Reformation has also aligned with the CDP’s Science Based initiative and has been given
the “business ambitious” distinction for its corporate sustainability strategy, which leads to the
brand’s visionary classification.
Reformation is currently optimizing upstream operations through 100% carbon-neutral
products since 2015, implementation of resource efficiency programs in facilities such as 100%
wind power suppliers and LED lighting, as well as improving their product recycling from 75%
to 85%, with the ultimate goal of zero waste. Internal operation strategies include a feedback
loop with product waitlists and pre-orders informing purchasing and 100% recyclable and
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reusable packaging. Promotion of sustainable consumer behavior is also core to the Reformation
business model with programs like Ref Vintage and partnership thredUp, an online consignment
shop for recycled garments.
As a private company Reformation has raised $37M38 in two funding rounds in 2015 and
2017. Reformation was given a high capacity score, given the company’s high level of
commitment to all three dimensions of the McKinsey framework.

Visionary Strategy and Large Company: Patagonia
Patagonia is a privately-owned apparel company based in California founded in 1973.
The company primarily manufactures outdoor apparel and equipment across online and brickand-mortar channels.39 Patagonia’s business model and competitive positioning rests on its
sustainability commitment. Rather than developing a sustainability framework, Patagonia puts
sustainability at the forefront of its decision-making process through development and adoption a
four-step process that underscores all decisions. The four steps are (1) Measure Impact, (2)
Reduce Our Impact, (3.) Convert to Renewable Energy, and (4) Capture Carbon. The process
spans across environmentally based programs, social responsibility, and operations. The
company has eliminated synthetic materials in their clothing manufacturing and committed
investment dollars into upstream supply chain partners recycling methods and research into
carbon positive materials. Patagonia aligns itself with several key partnerships such as, 1% for
the Planet and Worn Wear, which leads to the brand’s visionary classification.
Patagonia is currently optimizing upstream operations through a 2025 carbon-positive
goal and 69% recycled material with 2025 goal of 100%. Internal operation strategies include
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100% renewable energy in the United States and 76% globally across retail stores, distribution
centers, regional and global offices and headquarters. Patagonia also promotes sustainable
consumer behavior through its Worn Wear program, that provides trade-in credit and encourages
less overall consumption. High quality standards also ensure clothing longevity and decreased
need to repurchase or repair. The company also invests in transformative apparel business
models that promote sustainability within the industry, with a 1% sale commitment to these types
of investments.40
Based on the Patagonia’s active engagement with multiple sustainability initiatives and
their high level of commitment to all three dimensions of the McKinsey framework, the
company received was given a high capacity score.

ETHICAL DICUSSION
I. Assumptions
As the need to address climate change becomes more critical, sustainability is emerging
as an increasingly important managerial consideration. Corporate success has expanded beyond
profits and shareholder value, as companies across sectors have adopted sustainability standards
to manage economic, social, and environmental capital. The phenomenon coined “the triple
bottom line”41 by entrepreneur Joel Elkington has been embraced in varying degree from radical
business models rooted in sustainability to more exploitative verticals that aim to capitalize on
green values and publicity. This disparity across sustainable strategy is especially prominent
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among companies in the fashion industry, which provides a unique landscape for ethical
analysis.
In its introduction this paper noted several potential explanations for this trend of
divergent corporate sustainability strategies amongst companies in the fashion industry,
including cost, company size, managerial focus, and regulatory environment. Analysis of four
case studies (Ted Baker PLC, Hanesbrands, Reformation, and Patagonia) of business in the
fashion industry that diverged across cost structure, company size, and managerial focus revealed
moderate-to-high capacity scores across all four cases. This finding indicates that despite the
ability to improve sustainability efforts along the three dimensions outlined in the McKinsey
framework; optimizing upstream operations, improving brands’ internal operations, and
encouraging sustainable consumer behaviors, certain companies continue to operate in a manner
that increases climate risk. Furthermore, it points to managerial focus, specifically managers’
interest or disinterest in sustainable operations, as the most salient feature in determining a
brand’s sustainability commitment. A coconscious choice by managers to inflict harm presents
an ethical paradox, that this paper will argue should not be accepted by society.
Given the capacity assessments developed in the case analysis, this paper rejects the free
market analysis presented by Norman Bowie, and asserts that businesses in the fashion industry
should take an active role to mitigate climate change and pursue sustainable goals over and
above what is required by law. Bowie’s free market analysis does not hold for companies in the
fashion industry for two reasons: (1) overemphasis of profit-maximization and (2) an
underdeveloped regulatory environment.

II. Discussion
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Misaligned Incentives: Profit-Maximization and Visionary Environment Action
The corporate profit maximization goal is not inherently incompatible with pursuing a
visionary corporate sustainability strategy. Bowie argues that without specialized knowledge or
heightened expertise, businesses have no special obligation to mitigate environmental issues
based on William Frankena’s principle of beneficence42. Frankena outlines four principles of
duty in the principle of beneficence: avoid harm, prevent harm, remove evil, and do good. In his
application of Frankena’s principles, Bowie asserts that businesses only the duty is to “avoid
harm” and imposing a duty to “do good” beyond the minimal obligation of corporate citizenship
“makes impossible demands on corporations because at the practical level, it ignores the impact
that such activities have on profit.”43 The free market analysis rest on the idea that profitability
and corporations’ profit-maximizing goals are incompatible with proactive environmental action.
While there are significant costs associated with implementation of GHGs abatement strategies,
(between $612 billion and $1.3 trillion according to the IEA), there is not an inherent
incompatibility between the sustainability and profitability. The gap between sustainability and
corporate incentives creates an illusion of incompatibility.
Misaligned incentives play a significant role in corporate framing of sustainability and distort
valuations by overvaluing harmful environmental strategies. For example, prioritization of sales
and inventory turnover has incentivized fast fashion companies to produce high volumes of
lower-quality products made from synthetic fiber with limited lifecycles44. Measurements of
profitability including profit margin and performance metrics are rooted in these misaligned

Frankena, William Klaas. “Chapter 3 Utilitarianism, Justice, and Love.” Essay. In Ethics. (Second Edition.). Englewood Cliffs, NJ: PrenticeHall, 1973.
43
Bowie, Norman E. “Morality, Money, and Motor Cars Revisited.” p. 91
44
Berg, Achim, Miriam Lobis, Felix Rölkens, and Patrick Simon. “Faster Fashion: How to Shorten the Apparel Calendar.” McKinsey &amp;
Company. McKinsey & Company, May 17, 2018. https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/retail/our-insights/faster-fashion-how-to-shorten-theapparel-calendar.
42

29

incentives. Realigning internal corporate incentive systems with appropriate valuation metrics
that add costs to environmentally harmful practices would reveal synergies amongst both values.
In the absence of decisive action to reduce GHG emissions and curtail climate change,
businesses across sectors and their stakeholders will begin experiencing the increased costs of
maintaining these divergent strategies.
Opponents to increased investment through proactive sustainability initiatives can cite
business’ obligation to their shareholders to operate “profitably” and return dividends as a
counterargument. Empirical research found evidence of positive market reactions to ESG
initiatives45 and increased stock prices despite lower expected returns. Despite these findings, the
implementation of visionary corporate sustainability strategy is constrained by profitability
metrics. Which raises the question: why is positive market response is not being translated into
implementation strategies by managers? Clearly it is possible and evident based on empirical
research that investors respond positively to announcement of ESG initiatives, which should
translate into allocation of more funds and increased commitment. It could be argued that the
reduced expected returns for ESG initiatives is driving the gap, as corporations have a primary
obligation to shareholders and ensuring a profitable investment. However, alignment with that
thought process can still exhibit compatibility among profitability and sustainable strategy.
Ultimately, sustainability is in the best interests of shareholders as physical assets and human
capital are threatened by inaction. If managers have a primary obligation to shareholders,
sustainable initiatives should maintain high importance, even with the potential for “negative
profits”.
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Another potential counterargument is that misaligned incentives are fueled by consumers
reaction rather than obligation to shareholders. This counterargument is seemingly supported by
WTP studies conducted by McNeil and Moore and Neuman et al., where a gap was identified
amongst purchase intention and decision for sustainable products. Bowie echoes a similar point
in his argument that “most harm done to the environment by business has been accepted by
society… consumers are unwilling to pay extra for products that are more environmentally
friendly than less friendly competitive products.” In contrast, Arnold and Bustos argue that a lack
of consumer knowledge about global climate change contributes to negative consumer reaction
to environmentally friendly goods.46 However, empirical evidence shows limited applicability
for this argument as the purchase gap persisted despite increased consumer knowledge and
higher brand trust47. An alternative explanation for the purchase gap is pricing disparity across
sustainable vs non-sustainable products.
In the fashion industry the purchase gap issue is exacerbated by pricing disparities across
eco-friendly and non-ecofriendly products. Companies that adopt visionary sustainability
corporate strategies typically have a higher price positioning, while the higher price is often
associated with optimized operations and higher quality there is still a negative impact on
purchasing decision. For example, a women’s white t-shirt at Reformation48, who employs a
visionary strategy, retails for $38 (Figure 6). A similar women’s white t-shirt at
PrettyLittleThing49, an e-commerce based fashion retailer, is priced at $8 (Figure 7). The price
disparity further illustrates how misaligned incentives contribute to a competitive environment in
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the fashion industry where action that acerbates climate risk is rewarded with higher profit and
increased sales. Incentives unaligned with sustainable development signal the need for
adjustment by corporations. An adjustment this paper argues should be a proactive effort by
companies in the fashion industry rather than delegated to regulators as Bowie argues in his
paper.
Lax Regulatory Environment: Legal Exploitation of Planet by Corporations
The fashion industry’s underdeveloped regulatory environment encourages exploitative
action above socially acceptable standards of harm. The fashion industry remains relatively
unregulated, despite accounting for 4% of the global total of GHGs emissions50 The
Environmental Protection Agency imposes regulation on industries with similar environmental
impact, such as agriculture, automotive, construction, electric utilities, transportation, and oil and
gas.51 Bowie argues that
“[A] company does not violate its obligation to avoid harm and hence is not in violation of
the moral minimum if the trade-off between potential harm and the utility of the product rests
on social consensus and competitive realities. As long as business obeys the environmental
laws and honors other standard moral obligations, most harm done to the environment by
business has been accepted by society”.52
Bowie also asserts that consumers can address inappropriate standards through political
lobbying, as the purpose of government is to adjust for market failures. Applied to the present
case, this would mean the variance in regulation represents an increased societal burden
translating into a smaller socially acceptable tolerance for harm from companies in regulated
sectors (i.e., oil and gas) and increased tolerance for harm from unregulated sector (i.e., fashion).
Arnold and Bustos present a critique to Bowie’s argument that rests on limited opportunity for
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consumer choice and influence on large corporations preventing application of the free market
analysis. Despite, the critique presented by Arnold and Bustos holding and provides strong
contradiction to Bowie’s assertion, this analysis will focus on a different line of reasoning. The
exploitative action taken by companies in the fashion industry to cause harm is more relevant
and will be the basis of the following analysis.
Bowie maintains that the moral minimum to avoid harm is the most stringent requirement of
William Frankena’s principle of beneficence. Action taken by companies in the fashion industry
to exploit the lax regulatory environment, violates the moral minimum. The adoption of fast
fashion takes advantage of limited regulation in order to overproduce clothing with intentionally
short lifecycles. The reasoning behind producing low quality clothing is to ensure repeated
purchases by consumers. The conscious choice by managers in the fashion industry to pursue
profit-driven and destructive business models that cause harm is ethically objectionable and
cannot reflect socially accepted harm. If a sewage company were to routinely dump tons of waste
into water systems in order to profit from a subsequent government contracts for cleaning, their
actions would be deemed unethical as they violate the moral minimum to avoid harm. The EPA
imposes regulation on wastewater that prevents that specific scenario from presenting itself, but
absent regulation to deter companies from exploitative action ethical standards for right and
wrong still exist. The opportunity to exploit does not justify exploitative business action that
causes avoidable harm. Fast fashion business models pursue profit at the expense of pollution
and environmental impact which generates avoidable harm.
Bowie concedes that businesses should not intervene in the political arena, as business
opposition to environmental regulation exacerbates the issue.53 Beyond avoiding harmful
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intervention to skew legislation toward business goals, corporations should not actively exploit
regulation to cause harm. Corporations maintain high powered legal teams whose purpose is to
find loopholes in legislation that enable the firms to capture more value (profit). Legislation that
is thoughtful and well-intended is subject to a tremendous amount of scrutiny in the pursuit of
exploitive opportunity to compound harm. This action takes advantage of coordination issues
across dispersed regulatory groups. Stephen Gardiner discusses the convergence of several key
issues in addressing the issue of global climate change (GCC), Gardiner highlights disperse
effects and global anarchy as components of the global storm that aggravate the GCC issue.54
Global anarchy and coordination issues causes progress on environmental regulation to move
slowly, much slower than industry norms that are subject to frequent change. Corporate reliance
and exploitation of regulation that is understood to be outdated generates harm that impacts
stakeholders. In conclusion, even without adopting what Bowie describes as the least stringent
virtue of “doing good”, action taken by companies in the fashion industry to exploit the
regulatory environment still represents unethical behavior.

CONCLUSION
Management & Policy Implications
To better understand the fashion industry’s obligation to the environment this paper
utilized case studies and ethical analysis to come to the conclusion that businesses in the fashion
industry should take an active role to mitigate climate change and pursue sustainable goals over
and above what is required by law. Businesses should invest resources to into research and
products that mitigate global climate change issues and move toward visionary corporate
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sustainability strategies that adopt actionable measures to optimize upstream operations, improve
brand internal operations, and promote sustainable consumer behaviors. Regulators should
continue to correct for market failures, but the burden to maintain up-to-date laws in attempt to
avoid high-scrutiny and exploitation by corporations requires overcoming coordination issues
exacerbated by global anarchy. To alleviate this burden, businesses should take a proactive role
in the GCC issue, rather than investing resources into exploiting the regulatory environment. The
higher resource base and specialized talent in the private sector would result in high-return
investments that would have significant impact on reducing the GCC issue. The need for
decisive action to avoid climate catastrophe elevates this duty.
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Appendix
Figure 1: Baumgartner and Ebner Interdependence Model

Figure 2: Baumgartner and Ebner Economic Aspects of Corporate Sustainability
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Figure 3: Baumgartner and Ebner Ecological Aspects of Corporate Sustainability

Figure 4: Baumgartner and Ebner Social Aspects of Corporate Sustainability
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Figure 5: Original list of 83 companies
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Figure 6: Reformation Top

Figure 7: PrettyLittleThing Top
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